Protecting the acutely ischemic myocardium beyond reperfusion therapies: are we any closer to realizing the dream of infarct size elimination?
Patients currently treated for acute myocardial infarction receive reperfusion therapy as their only anti-infarct intervention. Although pharmacologic agents have been evaluated in the past for their ability to salvage ischemic myocardium when administered at reperfusion, until very recently none has demonstrated clear efficacy in clinical trials. However, a new generation of interventions has emerged which protects the heart by activating the reperfusion-induced salvage kinase (RISK) pathway. Unlike the disappointing results documented with previously touted putative cardioprotective agents, the preclinical experience with these newer interventions is very consistent indicating that there is a high likelihood that they will be effective clinically. Ischemic postconditioning, which also acts by activating the RISK pathway, has shown marked reduction in infarct size in small-scale trials. Finally, if a strategy for rapidly cooling the heart can be devised so that the in-hospital normothermic ischemic time can be significantly reduced, then infarct size can be even further decreased. In our opinion it is well within our reach using existing technologies to see the day when infarction can be virtually eliminated in the patient with acute coronary occlusion.